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The Study of the Hebrew Vowel-System.— American students have given far 
too little attention to the Hebrew vowel-system. Until the appearance of Bickell's 
Outlines of Hebrew Grammar* in an English translation and of Davidson's Ele- 
meitiary Hebrew Grammar, t there was really nothing in the English language from 
which one could obtain a clear idea of the relative value of the Hebrew vowel- 
sounds. Bickell's Outlines, however, is too advanced for a beginner, while David- 
son's Elements, although an elementary treatise, is often obscure and not well 
arranged. Gesenius' grammar in its present form! is perhaps the best in use. 
With successive editions, however, it has become a conglomerate mass of mate- 
rial,— a mine from which much that is of value may be obtained, but only by 
digging. 

Although Gesenius and Davidson have been studied in America for so many 
years, the impression produced upon the minds of their students, at least so far 
as concerns the vowel-system, have been very indefinite. The ordinary student, 
who has given attention during three years to the Hebrew language, knows 
almost nothing of the vowel-system. The chief practical result of a greater part 
of the Hebrew instruction given in this country, has been to create the feeling 
that the vowel-signs and points of the Hebrew Bible are a complete jumble ; and 
consequently the mass of our students, discouraged and hopeless, have thrown 
aside the study, although a sufficient amount of time had been devoted to it to 
enable them to master the language. 

Many students, and not a few teachers, have endeavored to justify their neg- 
lect of this important part of the work upon the ground that the vowel-system, as 
we have it, is wholly the work of the Massorites, and is uncertain, artificial, 
arbitrary. We may remark briefly : — 

1. However unreliable the Massoretic system may be in its application to 
given words, as between two or more pointings for that word, the particular 
pointing in question is consistent with the general laws of the vowel-system. 
E. g., the Massorites may have pointed the consonants "Q1, "O'l? when it should 
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have been "Q% or "Cl, or "13*7 ; but their mistake, if it is a mistake, is one of 
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interpretation, not necessarily one of grammatical form. So far as the language is 
concerned, any one of these forms is, in itself, correct. The pointing was in no 
sense an arbitrary one. They may have been entirely wrong in their division of 



* Outlines of Hebrew Grammar, by Gustavus Bickell, D. D., Professor of Theology at 
Innsbruck, revised by the author, and annotated by the translator, Samuel Ives Curtiss, Jr. 
Leipzig: F. A. Brockhaus.. 1877. 

+ An Introductory Hebrew Grammar with progressive exercises in Reading and Writing. 
By A. B. Davidson, M. A., LL. D., Prof, of Hebrew, etc., in the New College Edinburgh. 7th ed. 
Edinburgh; T. * T. Clark. 1885. 

* That is, the last edition issued under Prof. Edward C. Mitchell, D. D., published (in 1884) by 
W. F. Draper, Andover. Not all Hebrew students in this country seem to be aware of the fact 
that in this edition pp. 203-210 are entirely new pages. The treatment of noun-formation here 
.given us is vastly superior to the old treatment. 
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words and in their choice of vowel-points, but a hundred thousand sucli mistakes 
would not in the least affect the scientific value of the vowel-points in reproducing 
the words as they were spoken. However corrupt, therefore, the results of scien- 
tific research may show the Massoretic text to be, the Massoretic system of punc- 
tuation, as a system, will remain, in general, untouched. 

2. The Massoretic vowel-system is the starting-point. He who would leam 
Hebrew must master the principles in accordance with which this system is used. 
When one comes to look into it he finds, instead of confusion, the most wonderful 
order ; instead of arbitrariness, the most marked scientific regularity. The study 
of the system soon reduces itself to the study of phonetics, and the laws of human 
speech which hold good every-where. The beginner soon discovers that a given 
original sound, placed under certain conditions, suffers certain changes. The 
study of the Hebrew vowel-system becomes, in short, a mathematical study. 
It is no longer a matter of memory, but a thing to be reasoned out. Is it not 
worth our while, in view of this, to teach and to study the vowel-system until we 
shall have mastered it, in its details and in the great principles which regulate 
these details ? Here, and only here, is the basis for all efficient work in the study 
of Hebrew. William E. Harper. 



To Hebrew Students.— The constituency of Hebraica includes two classes : 
1) Hebrew professors and scholars; 2) Hebrew students. For the latter class,, 
which includes a large number of persons who are endeavoring, in the midst of 
other pressing duties, to acquire a living knowledge of Hebrew, this note is written. 

Hebraica is intended to furnish help to you as well as to those who have 
become professional scholars. The managing editor acknowledges, however, that 
the Journal has not in the past furnished altogether that kind of material from 
which you could gain most profit. Scholars write, more easily, for scholars than 
for students. The present number, containing, as it does, a fair proportion of 
both kinds of articles, will serve, it is hoped, as a stepping-stone to future num- 
bers which we shall try to make even more satisfactory to you. 

In this number the student, as distinguished from the scholar, even if he has 
been a student for but a short time, will surely find much that is of interest in 
the articles of Professor Briggs, Dr. Ward, and Professor Haupt ; while in the 
shorter articles and notes, particularly in Professor Gardiner's suggestions, Prof. 
Taylor's resume\ Prof. Brown's note on "ltJ'K? ana " m tlie Hebrew prayer of Mr. 
Douglass, a large portion of which will be found quite familiar, there is val- 
uable and stimulating matter for those even who are beginners. The attention 
of students is especially invited to the notice of Prof. Strack's new Hebrew grammar. 

Matters stand thus. Unless the students of Hebrew will aid in supporting 
Hebraica, and their aid cannot be expected if the Journal does not contain 
material which will help them, the Journal cannot continue. It is a sad fact, yet 
a true one, that America has not a sufficient number of Semitic scholars to sup- 
port a distinctively linguistic journal. We trust, therefore, that in our effort, the 
students will render excellent aid. In turn, we shall do every thing possible to- 
repay them for their sympathy and co-operation. William R. Harper. 



